The Effects of Interpreting in Mental Health Care by Holt, Sophia
The therapeutic alliance greatly influences the 
quality of mental health care. This alliance and other 
aspects of treatment are significantly changed with 
the introduction of an interpreter into the 
therapeutic alliance. A literature review was 
conducted and written in Spanish between January 
2020 and April 2020 to determine the effects of the 
use of interpreters in mental health care services 
and to make a summary of these findings available 
in Spanish. The 14 articles reviewed produced the 
themes of varying interpreter roles, the need for a 
working alliance between the mental health 
professional and interpreter, loss of various aspects 
of meaning, and the positive factors present when 
utilizing an interpreter in mental health care. It is 
recommended that future mental health treatment 
with interpreters involve training for interpreters 
and clinicians, a positive working alliance between 
interpreters and clinicians, and open, early 
communication within the therapeutic alliance.
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Methodology
A literature search was conducted in PsycINFO in January 
2020. Keywords used included “mental health,” 
“interpreter,” “result,” “outcome,” “salud mental,” and 
“intérprete.” Articles written in English and Spanish were 
considered. However, no articles written in Spanish met 
the requirements of this topic. Articles were narrowed 
down through a preliminary examination of abstracts. 
Articles regarding sign language interpretation were 
excluded. 
Upon further analysis, 14 articles were determined to 
meet the qualifications of the literature review: peer-
reviewed studies either involving the perspectives of 
interpreters, mental health professionals, and/or clients 
regarding the use of interpreters in mental health care  or 
containing quantitative data regarding the outcomes of 
the use of interpreters in mental health care. 
These 14 articles were reviewed and synthesized to 
develop overall themes of the research. A review of the 
literature was then written, describing these themes and 
recommendations for practice and future research.
Results
After reviewing the articles, the researcher identified key 
findings regarding the utilization of an interpreter in 
mental health care. 
Studies have shown that the therapeutic alliance is an 
important determining factor in the effectiveness of 
mental health care. However, the therapeutic alliance is 
affected with the addition of an interpreter due to:
• The difficulty of building a relationship between the 
therapist and client because of indirect communication
• Varying interpreter roles
• In addition to the primary role of language 
interpreter, the interpreter typically fulfills other 
roles, which may change throughout the course of 
therapy.
• Recognized additional roles include:
• Cultural broker – most emphasized role
• Mediator or advocate for client
• Co-therapist – occasionally, but only within a 
definitive framework
• Roles should be defined and discussed ahead of 
time according to particular characteristics of the 
clinician, interpreter, and client.
• The idea of viewing the interpreter as an invisible 
part of the alliance is generally rejected.
• The need for a working alliance between the clinician 
and the interpreter
• Preparation and debriefing time are necessary for 
effective collaboration to occur.
• Trust, respect, and open communication are 
helpful in combatting potential feelings of 
disempowerment and exclusion.
It is often beneficial for clients when the same interpreter 
is utilized throughout therapy, as this builds trust and 
assures clients that confidentiality will be upheld.
Results of quantitative studies are mixed and 
contradictory. Further research is needed – particularly 
comparing different types of treatment and different 
outcome measures.
Nonverbal cues, emotional qualities, and therapeutic or 
rapport-building casual side remarks are perceived to be 
omitted or lost in some instances of interpreter use.
However, an interpreter’s presence can empower the 
patient, provide safety, give the clinician more time to 
process, and demonstrate the clinician’s awareness of 
the client’s linguistic needs.
Recommendations
Purpose and Significance
Purpose: to provide Spanish-speakers with a summary of 
the existing literature regarding the effects of the use of 
interpreters in mental health care and provide 
recommendations for best practices when utilizing an 
interpreter in mental health care.
Significance: In 2013, eight percent of the total 
population of the United States ages 5 and older were 
classified as Limited English Proficient (LEP), meaning 
that they “reported speaking English less than ‘very 
well’” (Zong and Batlava). The majority of these LEP 
individuals were immigrants. While immigrants and 
refugees in developed countries are more likely to have 
depression than the general population, it is less likely for 
them to receive adequate mental health care. 
Interpreters are an important aspect of mental health 
care for clients who are not able to fluently speak the 
most common language of the country they are in. The 
nature of mental health treatment changes considerably 
when a third member is brought into the therapeutic 
alliance. The effects of using an interpreter in mental 
health care must be considered when discussing the 
quality of therapy for individuals who are not proficient in 
the most-used language of the country they are in.
Abstract
The researcher’s primary recommendations for effective 
utilization of and collaboration with interpreters in mental 
health care, in accordance with the literature, include: 
• Providing interpreters with training in mental health 
interpreting specifically 
• Providing mental health professionals with training in 
working with interpreters
• Investing time in developing a positive, balanced 
working alliance between the mental health 
professional and interpreter before commencing 
therapy and between sessions
• Discussing goals of treatment, client-specific concerns, 
and expected interpreter roles with all three parties
• Utilizing the same interpreter throughout therapy as 
much as possible
• Conducting more observational studies in the field
References
Bauer, Amy M., and Margarita Alegría. “Impact of Patient Language Proficiency and Interpreter Service Use on the 
Quality of Psychiatric Care: a Systematic Review.” Psychiatric Services, vol. 61, no. 8, 2010, pp. 765-773. ProQuest, 
doi:http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.nwciowa.edu/10.1176/appi.ps.61.8.765. 
Boss-Prieto, Olga L., et al. “Differences in Therapeutic Alliance When Working with an Interpreter: A Preliminary 
Study.” Schweizer Archiv fur Neurologie und Psychiatrie. vol. 161, no. 1, 2010, pp. 14-16. ProQuest, 
doi:http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.nwciowa.edu/10.4414/sanp.2010.02127.
Brisset, Camille, et al. "Working with Interpreters in Health Care: A Systematic Review and Meta-Ethnography of 
Qualitative Studies." Patient Education and Counseling, vol. 91, no. 2, 2013, pp. 131-140. ProQuest,
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2012.11.008.
Flynn, Priscilla M., et al. "Primary Care Utilization and Mental Health Diagnoses among Adult Patients Requiring 
Interpreters: A Retrospective Cohort Study." Journal of General Internal Medicine, vol. 28, no. 3, 2013, pp. 386-391. 
ProQuest, doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11606-012-2159-5.
Gartley, Trephina, and Clemence Due. "The Interpreter is Not an Invisible being: A Thematic Analysis of the Impact of 
Interpreters in Mental Health Service Provision with Refugee Clients." Australian Psychologist, vol. 52, no. 1, 2017, 
pp. 31-40. ProQuest, doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/ap.12181.
Kuay, Justin, et al. "Conducting Psychotherapy with an Interpreter." Australasian Psychiatry, vol. 23, no. 3, 2015, pp. 
282-286. ProQuest, doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1039856215581294.
Leanza, Yvan, et al. “Integration of Interpreters in Mental Health Interventions with Children and Adolescents: The 
Need for a Framework.” Transcultural Psychiatry, vol. 52, no. 3, June 2015, pp. 353–375,ProQuest, 
doi:10.1177/1363461514558137.
Miller, Kenneth E., et al. "The Role of Interpreters in Psychotherapy with Refugees: An Exploratory Study." American 
Journal of Orthopsychiatry, vol. 75, no. 1, 2005, pp. 27-39. ProQuest, doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0002-
9432.75.1.27.
Mirdal, Gretty M., et al. “Traumatized Refugees, Their Therapists, and Their Interpreters: Three Perspectives on 
Psychological Treatment.”  Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice, vol. 85, no. 4, 2012, pp. 
436-455. ProQuest, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8341.2011.02036.x.
Mirza, Mansha, et al. "Making Sense of Three-Way Conversations: A Qualitative Study of Cross-Cultural Counseling 
with Refugee Men." International Journal of Intercultural Relations, vol. 56, 2017, pp. 52-64. ProQuest,
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2016.12.002.
Njeru, Jane W., et al. "Utilization of a Mental Health Collaborative Care Model among Patients Who Require 
Interpreter Services." International Journal of Mental Health Systems, vol. 10, 2016, pp. 6. ProQuest,
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s13033-016-0044-z.
Patel, Sita G., et al. "Qualitative Evaluation of Mental Health Services for Clients with Limited English Proficiency." 
International Journal of Mental Health Systems, vol. 7, 2013, pp. 7. ProQuest, doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1752-
4458-7-27.
Pugh, Matthew A., and Arlene Vetere. "Lost in Translation: An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of Mental 
Health Professionals’ Experiences of Empathy in Clinical Work with an Interpreter." Psychology and Psychotherapy: 
Theory, Research and Practice, vol. 82, no. 3, 2009, pp. 305-321. ProQuest,
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1348/147608308X397059.
Raval, Hitesh, and Jonathan A Smith. “Therapists’ Experiences of Working with Language Interpreters.” International 
Journal of Mental Health, vol. 32, no. 2, 2003, pp. 6-31. ProQuest. doi: 10.1080/00207411.2003.11449582.
Salami, Bukola, et al. “Access and utilization of mental health services for immigrants and refugees: Perspectives of 
immigrant service providers.” International Journal of Mental Health Nursing, vol. 28, 2019, pp. 152-161. 
doi:10.1111/inm.12512.
Sander, Rikke, et al. "Interpreter-Mediated Psychotherapy with Trauma-Affected refugees—A Retrospective Cohort 
Study." Psychiatry Research, vol. 271, 2019, pp. 684-692. ProQuest,
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2018.12.058.
Schweitzer, Robert D., et al. "Lost in Translation, found in Translation: A Case Study of Working Psychodynamically in 
an Interpreter-Assisted Setting." Psychodynamic Practice: Individuals, Groups and Organisations, vol. 19, no. 2, 
2013, pp. 168-183. ProQuest, doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14753634.2013.778487.
van der Rijken, Rachel E. A, et al. "Using Interpreters in Mental Health Care: An Exploration of Multisystemic Therapy 
Outcomes." Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, vol. 24, no. 2, 2016, pp. 92-100. ProQuest,
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1063426615592821.
Zong, Jie, and Jeanne Batalova. “The Limited English Proficient Population in the United States.” Migration 
Information Source. 8 July 2015, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/limited-english-proficient-population-
united-states. Accessed 17 Apr. 2020. 
Limitations
Twelve resources reviewed here are largely qualitative, 
with only two quantitative studies included.  Qualitative 
research is valuable in understanding how participants 
perceive the therapeutic alliance when an interpreter is 
involved. However, further quantitative research in this 
area would expand understanding of how the use of 
interpreters affects the extent to which positive 
outcomes are achieved in mental health therapy .
While the literature review was written in Spanish, 
sources written in Spanish directly related to the topic 
could not be found. Therefore, the recommendations 
here may not be sufficient for work with interpreters in 
mental health care in Spanish-speaking countries due to 
cultural differences that could influence mental health 
care, in general, as well as the utilization of interpreters, 
in particular. However, insights gathered from these 
articles may still benefit Spanish-speaking providers and 
clients. This literature review can particularly benefit 
Spanish-speakers within the United States.
